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Jocelyn had never really expected to get
married. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to. Jocelyn wanted nothing
more than to settle down with the man of her dreams and celebrate
God’s approval of the union with an enormous party, complete with
all her favorite foods and a gigantic cake that everyone could
share.

However, with the way it was in her small,
South Carolina town, Jocelyn knew that if she wanted that kind of
life, the kind where she loved a man, he loved her, and they spent
the rest of their days together, she’d have to leave.

“Good Lord, Jocelyn,” Randy Black hooted as
she spurred her horse forward. “Where’d you get a beast strong
enough to bear you? Will you breed it? I need some stumps pulled
out on my property sooner or later.”

Jocelyn set her mouth in a straight line and
kept her gaze steady on the road ahead. She wouldn’t give the likes
of Randy Black the satisfaction in knowing that she felt the stings
of their barbs. She just wouldn’t.

She dismounted at the post office and marched
inside. Two other men tittered at the sight of her and she couldn’t
help but here the jibes they made as the door shut behind her.

“Why do you figure she wears breeches like
that?”

“Probably don’t make dresses that go up to
her size.”

“Dresses? She’d have better luck with a tent,
maybe.”

Just as the Lord had seen fit to give Jocelyn
a thick, corpulent body, he’d also bestowed upon her better than
average hearing. Sometimes, it felt like a cruel joke, being able
to hear people gossiping about her size as she went about her
errands in town.

When she was little, she’d tried to pray for
a different body. She was rotund from birth; her mother was fond of
telling her.

“Please, God,” young Jocelyn said, the
floorboards beneath her making her knees ache as she kneeled. “Just
take this away from me. Why couldn’t I be like Polly Molston? Or
Jennifer McAllister? Anyone else, Lord. Why do I have to be
me?”

Her parents had fussed at her when they’d
heard that little prayer, even though Jocelyn had overhead them
several nights ago fretting because she’d outgrown yet another
dress.

“God made you the way you are because he had
reason to,” her mother said.

“That’s right,” her father agreed. “God had a
plan for you, Josie, and we can’t question him for it.”

“But what plan would make me like this?” she
asked, holding her arms out and feeling like she didn’t even want
to touch herself. Jocelyn wished that her body were like a sort of
suit that she could just unbutton, untie, unfasten, and crawl out
of. That would solve all of her problems — if she could just slip
into another body somewhere and leave this one behind to be
forgotten.

“We can’t question God’s plans, girl,” her
mother said. “The Lord has reasons we may never understand. All we
can do is love and obey him and love one another and ourselves.
Now, who’s giving you trouble at school?”

It would’ve been easier for Jocelyn to tell
her mother the people who weren’t giving her trouble — the teacher,
most of the time — but she kept her mouth shut and her head down.
The last thing she needed was her mother or father marching over to
the house of one of her classmates and telling the other parents
just what had happened. If Jocelyn weren’t a pariah now, she most
certainly would be after that. Life would be completely over.

Now, though, Jocelyn was taking matters into
her own hands. She’d prayed about it extensively, asking God what
her future was going to be. Was she going to be alone and ridiculed
for the rest of her life? Or was she going to try to do something
about it, try to make some kind of new future for herself that no
one could take away from her?

It had been on a trip to town, some errand
that she had to run for her parents that she couldn’t remember now.
That was how she got the first inkling of what her future could
be.

There had been a bulletin posted in the post
office advertising for mail order brides.

“Embark on a life of adventure,” one line had
read.

“Embrace a new life elsewhere with the man of
your dreams,” another had urged.

Jocelyn wasn’t sure that either of them had
exactly swayed her to make her decision. It had been perhaps the
mention of “elsewhere,” as in, anywhere but here that had piqued
her interest. If she could leave this town, perhaps she could go
somewhere where they didn’t ridicule a woman just for riding a
horse or wearing breeches when she did it. She owned dresses, but
she just didn’t like wearing them while she rode.

Therefore, she’d written a letter right there
on the spot and posted it. Now was the time to seize her future.
She was ready to get out of here and try to restart her life.

 


To Whom It May Concern:

 


My name is Jocelyn Winger and I am writing to
inquire about your mail bride service. I could write several pages
about why I wanted to become a mail order bride, but I think I can
sum it up with the fact that I am eager and willing to start life
somewhere else. When pairing with a man, please keep in mind that I
would be more than happy to travel as far away from my hometown as
possible.

I am an excellent cook and a very
accomplished horsewoman, if those facts help with placement.

I look forward to hearing back.

 


Sincerely,

Jocelyn Winger

 


When she’d walked away from the post office,
she felt lighter, somehow, on the spiritual level. It was as if God
was granting her peace in her heart, as if he were smiling because
she’d made the right decision.

Part of her hoped that her letter didn’t
sound too much like she was trying to get away from something. Even
though that was pretty much her imperative, Jocelyn didn’t want to
come off like a fugitive.

Another part of her wondered if she should
have admitted to being full figured — as her mother liked to say —
in her letter. It seemed like too much of an admission, that maybe
it would’ve been too difficult to find a willing match had she
owned up to that fact. In the end, though, Jocelyn had decided
against it.

Couldn’t she make a clean break from the
thing that had so viciously defined her all this time? She didn’t
feel like she was lying — even if it was a lie of admission.
Nowhere on the bulletin had it instructed her to describe what she
looked like.

She was surprised when the answer to her
letter arrived so soon. It told her that either she was easy to
pair her based on the qualities she’d included or there was a
serious shortage of brides for the number of grooms who were
applying.

 


Dear Miss Winger,

 


We were delighted to receive your letter and
have paired you with Michael Adamson, a rancher in California. He
was excited to hear that you are an accomplished horsewoman. That
skill will serve you well on his ranch.

We have forwarded your address to him, and he
will write you soon to talk about travel and other
arrangements.

We wish you a very happy future.

 


Michael Adamson. The name rang in her mind
for several days. She would no longer be Jocelyn Winger. It would
be Jocelyn Adamson, a name she liked the sound of.

That is, it would be Jocelyn Adamson only if
Michael met her and wasn’t repulsed or disgusted by her, as so many
other people were. A kernel of doubt worked its way through her
happiness and hope, worrying her.

What if he wouldn’t accept her? What if he
didn’t like her? What if he made fun of her like everyone else
she’d ever met? If she stepped off the train in California and the
first thing she heard was a joke about her size, Jocelyn didn’t
think she could handle it.

When Michael’s letter finally arrived — she
had to remind herself that it was coming all the way across the
nation — Jocelyn tore into it with the bizarre insecurity that he’d
somehow found out that she was fat and that he was calling it all
off.

The opposite was true.

 


Dear Jocelyn,

 


I was so pleased to hear that the mail order
bride company had found a match for me. I have been waiting for a
long time for an opportunity like this. They’d sent me several
selections before they sent me your information, and I’d turned
them down. As pleasant as these young ladies sounded, I didn’t
believe they could survive at the ranch.

You, on the other hand, sound like you’ll do
just fine. I like the fact that you can cook. The only reason I’m
still alive after all this time is that I’ve mastered rudimentary
skills over a fire, but kitchen work is beyond me.

The selling point, however, is that you’re a
rider. This will benefit us both greatly. If you’re amenable, we
can ride the ranch together, move the herd, and more. I’m gone from
home a lot because I have to drive my cattle from pasture to
pasture. I wouldn’t have to be gone from you if you’re up to a
little adventure.

Please let me hear from you. We can make all
the necessary arrangements at your convenience.

 


Sincerely,

Michael Adamson

 


Jocelyn had read the letter so many times
that she practically knew it by heart. The fact that she’d been
picked over several other women was a boost to her self-confidence
that she’d n ever really known.

She wanted to write back right then and
there, tell Michael that she was more than ready to join him in
California, but there was the small matter of telling her parents.
Jocelyn knew that she should confer with them before she made any
major plans — though basically agreeing to marry a man she’d never
met in person had been pretty drastic.

She acted as caretaker for her elderly
parents, which filled her with no small amount of guilt. How could
she think of leaving them to fend for themselves?

Keeping the ideas of Michael and California
to herself was harder than she thought that night. The letter
folded into her apron pocket was a physical presence of what she’d
already decided to do.

Jocelyn tried to take her mind off everything
by cooking. It usually worked very well. Cooking and riding were
the only two things she could immerse herself in. There was
something about following a recipe — and then taking it on twists
and turns that were completely her own — that was exciting and
absorbing.

Tonight, she adapted one of her mother’s old
recipes for beef stew. The old recipe had only called for beef,
potatoes, and carrots, but Jocelyn added a little bit of
everything: garlic, shallots, herbs, spices, other vegetables she
had on hand, and added a thick slice of homemade bread that she’d
taken hot from the oven this morning.

“Mama, Papa,” she called. “Suppertime.”

She walked back to their bedroom to see if
they needed any help coming to the kitchen, but they walked just
fine on their own. Her father was getting a little clumsy on his
feet, but her mother was as spry as ever.

They all sat down together and prayed over
the meal.

“Lord in heaven,” her father intoned. “Thank
you for these gifts you have set on this table before us tonight.
Thank you for our health and all of your blessings you have
bestowed upon us. In your name we pray, amen.”

“Amen,” Jocelyn and her mother repeated.

Jocelyn added her own little prayer silently:
“Please, Lord, give me the strength and courage to tell my parents
what I aim to do through your blessing.”

Ladling the stew into her parents’ bowls
first, Jocelyn poured them tall cups of milk.

“Milk again?” her father grumbled, wrinkling
his nose. Though he was a Christian man, he’d always appreciated a
mug of ale with dinner.

“Milk is good for you,” Jocelyn reminded him.
“Helps keep you healthy and strong.”

She was doing whatever she could to make sure
her parents stayed as healthy as possible. Knowing her father was
in danger of taking a tumble at any time, especially with the way
he tottered on his feet, Jocelyn tried to pump him with as much
milk as possible. She was always concerned about their well
being.

“You know, one of these days, your father and
I are going to be in heaven,” her mother said suddenly.

“Don’t talk like that, Mama,” Jocelyn fussed.
“Both of you still have plenty of years left.”

“I’m just concerned for you,” her mother
said, spooning some of the stew Jocelyn had set before her into her
mouth. “Mm. I just don’t know how you go so good at this, girl. You
make my recipe better than I make it.”

“Just lots of practice,” she said, smiling.
She’d never tell her mother that she’d found weaknesses in the
recipe and had modified it. She didn’t want either of her parents
ever knowing that she was moving forward, slowly surpassing them in
their skills and independence.

When Jocelyn was a little girl, she never
would’ve dreamed that she’d be a better cook than her mother or a
more brilliant rider than her father. It would’ve scared her. Even
now, as a grown woman, it still frightened her that, if cut loose,
she’d be just fine. She never knew that not needing her parents
would be so hard.

“Anyways, what are you going to do to keep
yourself busy once we’re gone?” her mother persisted, dipping a
pinch of bread into the stew. “We don’t want you to get lonely.
That’s all.”

Get lonely? Jocelyn had been lonely all her
life, from the first moment a child had ribbed her about her weight
and it’d become the popular thing to do. Any one of her classmates
who tried to befriend her was ostracized to the point of tears, and
soon returned to the flock
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